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Peter Thorogood died in a climbing accident in the Swiss
Alps at the age of 51, on August 25, 1998.
Peter was one of the foremost developmental biologists
of his generation, gaining respect internationally for his
work on the development of craniofacial structures and
on the origin of birth defects of the head and neck. He was
particularly interested in the analysis of morphogenetic
movements in vivo and in the characterization of neural
crest cells and their role in craniofacial development. He
saw the study of embryonic development as an important
tool for shedding light on evolutionary mechanisms and
tried, whenever possible, to bring together developmental
biologists, comparative anatomists, and palaeontologists.
Peter contributed to the scientific and academic commu-
nity in a much broader sense than solely through his
research. He was one of life’s great enthusiasts, filling
students with a desire to participate in the fascinating
research area of embryonic development and building
bridges with colleagues in clinical and related scientific
areas. His efforts enabled great strides towards the integra-
tion of basic science and clinical medicine.
Peter was born in 1947, went to school in Essex, and
studied for a degree in Zoology at the University of
Aberystwyth in Wales. As an undergraduate, he became
fascinated by the mysterious processes that build an
embryo from its simple beginnings in the one-celled egg.
He worked for a Ph.D. under the supervision of Professor
Richard Hinchliffe, studying in what was, at that time,
the newly emerging discipline of developmental biology.
In Richard’s lab Peter became interested in the processes
that control bone and cartilage formation during devel-
opment and he pursued this line of research throughout
his career, always keeping pace with new developments
and integrating modern molecular techniques with ex-
perimental embryology.
After working as a research scientist at the Universities
of London, Nova Scotia, Glasgow, and Oxford, Peter moved
in 1979 to Southampton University as a Lecturer, and later
as Senior Lecturer, in Biology. There he continued his
studies on bone and cartilage formation, becoming increas-
ingly interested in the specification of form and pattern in
the facial skeleton and how these processes have evolved
across species. At the same time he began to exploit the
transparency of fish embryos to carry out direct studies of
cell locomotion in vivo. Indeed, Peter was the first to
analyze changes in cell behavior in the developing fin bud
in vivo. He was particularly interested in how development
of the teleost fin has influenced our understanding of
tetrapod limb evolution. His studies suggested a relation-
ship between how long an ectodermal ridge is present
during development of an appendage and the type of skel-
eton that develops.
Peter was a great communicator. At Southampton he
gained a great respect for undergraduate students and their
teaching, an experience that was to permeate the rest of his
life. He always took the utmost care over the many scien-
tific meetings and courses that he organized, a fact that was
always appreciated by the students who benefited from the
warmth and concern that emanated from his teaching. He
became heavily involved in the origination, development,
and application of hypermedia systems for use in teaching
the life sciences, and his interest in the use of advanced
computer graphics systems extended to the most recent
times, when he became involved in computer modeling of
human embryonic structures.
In 1989 Peter took the bold step of leaving Southamp-
ton to take up a newly created position as Professor of
Oral Biology at the Institute of Dental Surgery in London.
At this stage he decided to focus his broad interests in
developmental biology on the development of the verte-
brate skull and its relevance to our understanding of
congenital craniofacial abnormalities. His goal was chal-
lenging to the extreme: to establish developmental biol-
ogy as a bridge linking the emerging science of human
genetics with the clinical disciplines of dentistry and
maxillofacial surgery.
So successful was Peter in this innovative, enabling role
that, in 1992, he was persuaded to leave the Institute of
Dental Surgery to take on a similar role, around the corner
at the Institute of Child Health and Great Ormond Street
Hospital for Children. Peter worked tirelessly to promote
interdisciplinary research at the joint institution and played
a pivotal role in establishing the strong link between
scientific and clinical research that is now much admired
by similar institutions in the UK.
The most recent book he edited, Embryos, Genes and
Birth Defects (1997, Wiley) is a tribute to his vision of an
integrated approach to research into birth defects, bridging
the gap between the laboratory and the clinic. He was one of
the first to carry out a thorough multigene analysis of
expression in the human skull during embryonic develop-
ment and was involved in a number of studies aimed at
improving our understanding of human embryonic devel-
opment in the hope of identifying new methods for preven-
tion of birth defects. His efforts in this area leave a rich
legacy for developmental biologists in the UK and beyond.
Peter loved the outdoor life and was a keen walker and
climber. He especially loved walking in Wales and winter
climbing in Scotland, and recent ventures had included a
trip to the Italian Alps and climbing in the Himalayas.
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While descending the 4000 meter Jungfrau mountain after
attending the European Research Group for Oral Biology
Meeting in Interlaken he fell and sustained fatal injuries.
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